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INTRODUCTION
In recent years, the Vietnamese government has encouraged women to participate in leading and operating enterprises. In 2017, Decision No. 939/QD-TTg of the Prime Minister published in 30/6/2017 approved the national project labeled -Support for Women in Business Startup in the period of 2017-2025‖. The project aims to raise awareness of women as sound business owners and managers of business startups. The most important goal is for 20,000 women to start a business by 2025 and 100,000 women-owned enterprises to be established (Tran, 2017a) . In promoting women's participation in corporate governance, on June 6 th , 2017, the government issued Asian Economic and Financial Review micro-enterprises account for 57% of the total number of women-owned enterprises; SMEs account for 42%, and only 1% own large-scale enterprises. A study focusing on SMEs owned by women in Vietnam concludes that 98.8% of SMEs owned by women are micro and small enterprises, of which 61.4% operate in the service sector, 37.6% operate in the manufacturing sector, and 1% operates in the agricultural sector (Mekong Business Initiative (MBI), 2016).
According to the Labor Force census from 2009-2014 conducted by the General Statistics Office of Vietnam (GSO), the proportion of female leaders and managers in the business sector accounts about 23% of all leaders and managers. Besides, approximately 30% of all business entities (SMEs, household businesses, and large enterprises) are owned by women. Although the 2018 index of women entrepreneurs ranked Vietnam 18 th out of 57 economies, Vietnam stands ahead of all Asian countries (Newsroom, 2018) . The 2015 report of the International Labor Organization presented a survey of over 600 enterprises and found that women account about 14% of the board members and 7% of CEOs (International Labour Organization (ILO), 2015). Tran and Phung (2018) have used secondary data on the Vietnam stock market and found that enterprises led by women gain impressive results in comparison with firms led by men. Despite the capital constraints and small scale of their businesses, female-led enterprises achieve better results in revenue, after-tax profit, and return on equity (ROE). In addition, previous studies also have confirmed that women's enterprises are more responsible for paying taxes, social insurance, attracting female workers, and implementing other social responsibilities.
THEORETICAL BASIC AND RESEARCH MODELS
Gender diversity is a suggested requirement for any business to encourage recruiting and retaining talented groups of individuals. Gender diversity brings a variety of experiences and views that are beneficial to businesses and stakeholders. Women's participation on boards of directors encourages creativity and innovation, and also employing women members on the board provide the opportunity to consider a variety of ideas and possibilities. It improves women's productivity and promotes company images through role modeling (Carvalho and Diogo, 2018) .
The American Psychological Association (APA) (2015) defines gender diversity as -The extent to which a person's gender identity, role, or expression differs from the cultural norms prescribed for people of a particular sex. This term is becoming more popular as a way to describe people without reference to a particular cultural norm, in a manner that is more affirming and potentially less stigmatizing than gender nonconformity‖. The gender of an enterprise's board member is just one characteristic of diversity. According to Dutta and Bose (2006) , the definition of gender diversity on boards refers to the presence of females as members of boards of directors. Additionally, Van der Walt and Ingley (2003) describe the diversity of corporate governance as a component of boards of directors and a combination of the various qualities, characteristics, and knowledge of each member related to the decision-making and other board processes. Many studies have investigated the impact of women leaders and managers on corporate effectiveness. There is a close relationship between governance and corporate performance. In addition, some studies have analyzed and compared the differences between female-and male-owned enterprises.
A survey conducted by Navigos Group (2018) on nearly 1000 people in Vietnam in 2018 shows that gender diversity plays a vital role in developing enterprises. The results of this survey indicate that 50% of respondents believe that gender diversity contributes to resolving company problems; 41% believe that gender diversity serves a wider variety of customers, and 26% think that gender diversity attracts and maintains talent. Mekong Business Initiative (MBI) also concluded that female-owned businesses employ more female workers, pay higher insurance and pay less for creating new jobs when compared to male-owned enterprises. Nadeem et al. (2017) study of American firms for the period of 2010-2014 found that corporate sustainability practices increase in line with an increase in gender diversity.
The company performance variable has frequently been used in conjunction with gender diversity, and the various impacts of gender diversity on company performance are relatively diverse. Catalyst (2007) has used the financial performance variable as measured by return on equity (ROE), return on sales (ROS) and return on invested capital (ROIC). The research work of McKinsey and Company (2007) employs effective variables including return on equity (ROE), operating results (earnings before interest and taxes, EBIT) and stock price growth. (2013) have also used all of the above. Other researchers have used only one variable. For example, Krishnan and Park (2005) use return on total assets (ROA); Christiansen et al. (2016) use the dependent variable on the firm's assets; Dezsö and Ross (2012) and Conyon and He (2017) employ Tobin's q as a representative of performance. Tobin's q is defined as the ratio of the market value of a firm's assets to its replacement value.
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Results of impacts:
Presently, the relationship between gender diversity and company performance is unclear.
The research conducted by Rhode and Packel (2014) comprehensively reviews several studies and concludes that there is no evidence of a consistent and robust relationship between the board structure by gender and a firm's financial results. However, studies have shown, through both theoretical and practical results, which the presence of gender diversity positively affects the decision-making process, contributing to the promotion of the firm's image through the transmission of equal and inclusive opportunities.
The trend of a positive impact of women's leadership or management on business performance has been found in many studies. Two case studies by Catalyst (2007) and McKinsey and Company (2007) also found that firms with many female managers have higher ROE, ROS and ROIC than those without female managers. The works of Lückerath-Rovers (2013); Krishnan and Park (2005) ; Conyon and He (2017) and Roberson and Park (2007) have also concluded the same results.
Other studies have found a positive relationship between female managers/leaders and company performance.
Christiansen et al. have found a positive relationship between the rate of return on assets of enterprises (ROA) and the percentage of females in senior positions, and they developed two potential channels that support the effect of gender diversity on company performance. Positive interaction is clearly shown in sectors that employ mostly women, such as the service sector. Although many studies focus on small samples in select countries, Christiansen et al. have analyzed more than 2 million listed and non-listed companies that include at least two females in their senior group and/or on their board of directors across 34 European countries (Christiansen et al., 2016) .
The study of Lenard et al. (2014) has calculated the effect of gender diversity on company performance through Cheng (2008) model and the use of the risk variable standard deviation of monthly stock returns. The results show that gender diversity on boards of directors affects company risk due to the reduction of profit volatility on the stock market. More significant percentages of female directors on boards of directors correlate with lower risk crises of company performance (Lenard et al., 2014) .
conclude that the participation of women on boards of directors increases company performance and decreases the risk level of ownership. This research also found that female participation on boards of directors positively affects company performance. Dezsö and Ross (2012) used 15 years of panel data on senior managers from 15,000 companies and found that, when women's representation in senior corporate positions is high, company performance increases when company strategies emphasize innovation. Moreover, social benefits, information on gender diversity and behaviors related to women in leadership are essential for corporate management.
Post and Byron found that the percentage of females on boards of directors positively affects the accounting profit, and this effect becomes stronger in countries with better shareholder protection. Shareholder protection may encourage boards to use the knowledge, experience, and other values of every shareholder. Although the relationship between female performance rates on boards of directors and market performance seems to be zero, this relationship is positive in countries with high gender equality, and negative in the countries with low gender equality. This research also found positive interactions between two main tasks of boards of directors: supervision and firm strategy (Post and Byron, 2014) .
According to Qian (2016) , the nomination of female directors, and boards of directors with gender diversity both positively affect company performance. However, there are significant differences among countries due to measurement methods. Company performance turns high when there are two females on the board. Qian's research also found that company performance in the past cannot forecast the addition of the female directors in the future.
Besides, cross-country differences in female corporate leadership in response to economic demand and supply as measured by gender equality in college education, labor participation, wages, and infant survival; females on boards of directors are identified by economic factors that are considered a potential variable of company performance in the future. The study of Liu et al. (2014) has used panel data on Chinese enterprises and concluded that gender diversity positively impacts company performance. However, the impact of female managers on company performance is significant only for private firms, not for state-owned enterprises.
A few studies found that there are negative impacts or no effects of gender diversity on company performance.
For examples, Adams and Ferreira (2009) analyzed data from the American market and found evidence that women's leadership do not give support to the business. Because female executive members supervise and manage business more strictly, the growing numbers of females on boards can result in strict or unnecessary control levels in good management enterprises, and it results in a negative and unexpected influence on company performance.
However, it has been found that increased numbers of females on boards correlate with better attitudes and performances by male directors. If all characteristics of the directors remain, there will be more opportunities for female directors to participate in monitoring committees when compared to male directors. Specifically, females have more opportunities to be in positions on the control, management and administrative boards. However, they have fewer opportunities to be part of compensation committees. Females also seem to have a significant influence on board management. Adams and Ferreira confirm the results of some previous studies, which conclude that lower company performance correlates with greater gender diversity on boards of directors. Rhode and Packel (2014) provide a comprehensive review of research on diversity and corporate boards.
Empirical research on the effect of board diversity on company performance is inconclusive, and they argue that the results are highly dependent on the methodology. In spite of this, they have still concluded that board diversity enhances decision making. In addition, Francoeur et al. (2008) studied the 500 largest Canadian firms and found a positive correlation between female leaders and financial performance, but no relationship between the ratio of women directors and company performance.
The study of Ryan and Haslam (2005) has examined the performance of FTSE 100 companies before and after the appointment of a board member and concluded that -In a time of a general financial downturn in the stock Lee and James (2003) used the data from the US stock market from 1990 to 2000 to examine shareholder responses (through cumulative abnormal returns) to the appointment of CEOs. The results indicate that the market has a negative response to the appointment of female CEOs. At senior management levels, there are stronger negative responses, and the internal appointment of female CEOs elicits stronger negative responses than external CEO hires.
The research of Joecks et al. (2013) specifically divides female leadership on the board of directors into three levels and concludes that gender diversity only contributes to company performance if the percentage of females on a board is more than 10%. Additionally, company performance has reached the highest level, and exceeds performance with only male managers when the percentage of female managers reaches 30%. However, if the rate of female managers is increasing but less than 10 percent company performance will decrease.
In conclusion, the results of examining the relationship of female owner/manager participation in SMEs are inconsistent and inconclusive. Therefore, this topic must be further studied. Based on the literature review, this study proposes the following research model Figure 1 : 
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Measures
Company performance: For a long, Managers have employed financial evaluation to assess organizational performance. However, in the business environment, the judgment of business performance solely on financial performance has received criticism because it is considered a short-term measurement, it only displays past results, and it fails to illustrate the results of management activities and decisions. The Balanced Scorecard (BSC) method developed by Kaplan and Norton (1996) offers a novel approach to measuring strategic management activities.
Following the reviewed studies, BSC is a collection of financial and non-financial measures that comprehensively evaluate organizational performance and strategic management through four perspectives: Financial outcomes, customer development, internal business processes, and learning and growth. Hudson et al. (2001) assert that the balanced scorecard method adequately captures all dimensions of organizational performance. The study results of Peng and Zhou (2011) concluded that the balanced scorecard method provides an integrative view of overall organizational performance and strategic objectives.
In this study, the researchers utilize the scales developed by Le (2016) and Nguyen (2009) , which follow Kaplan and Norton (1996) . Business activity results are measured using the BSC method, with the simultaneous assessment of four dimensions: Financial outcomes, customer development, internal business processes, and learning and growth. Finance is measured using two criteria (F1, F2) for interviewee perceptions of total revenue and profit margins when compared to the industry average. Customer development is measured using three criteria: Market share, number of new customers and number of customers satisfied with goods and services. These criteria are denoted by C1, C2 and C3, respectively. Internal business processes are measured using five criteria (IBP1, IBP2, IBP3, IBP4, and IBP5); learning and growth are measured using three criteria (LG1, LG2, and LG3, see Appendix).
All criteria are appraised with a five-point scale, as prescribed: (1) Greatly below average, (2) Slightly below average, (3) Average, (4) Slightly above average, (5) Greatly above average.
Female representation in leadership:
This study focuses on SMEs in the private sector. Two striking characteristics of SMEs' leadership in Vietnam are that the owners lead and manage their enterprises, and that most SMEs do not feature boards of directors. Therefore, two scales are used: (1) the proportion of females on the board of directors (FE_LE_RATIO) (2) the proportion of females who are managers (FE_MA_RATIO; this variable applies for all levels of firm management). These variables are calculated by dividing the number of female leaders and managers by the total number of leaders and managers.
Perceptions of gender in business leadership and management:
Gender studies mainly evaluate differences in opportunities between men and women and then analyze gender stereotypes or gender prejudices that exist in society. This study includes nine criteria that assess perceptions-of both male and female leaders and managersof women in business leadership and management, and these criteria have been tested in previous studies (Zhu et al., 2015; Tran, 2017b) . These criteria are measured using a five-point Likert scale: (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neither agree nor disagree, (4) agree, and (5) strongly agree (see Appendix).
Control variables:
The business scale (SCALE) variable is commonly used in the literature. This study measures SCALE based on three levels: very small (micro), small, and medium, according to Vietnamese classification. Also, the number of employees (LABOR) is also used as a proxy for SCALE. Following previous literature (Lee and James, 2003; Adams and Ferreira, 2009; Dezsö and Ross, 2012; Rhode and Packel, 2014) , firm age (AGE), field of business (FIELD) and female worker ratio (FE_RATIO) are also used as control variables. Since more than half of surveyed enterprises operate in the service industry, FIELD is developed as a dummy variable, equaling 1 if the enterprise is in the service industry, and 0 if not.
Sample and Survey Method
The present study conducted a survey in Hanoi, the capital city of Vietnam from April to August 2018, using four separate methods. First, questionnaires were distributed at workshops organized by the Hanoi Women Association of Small and Medium Enterprises (HAWASME) and the Hanoi Women Entrepreneurs Association (HNEW). Second, the researchers collaborated with the Department for Enterprise Management (the Ministry of Planning and Investment) to conduct face-to-face interviews with firm leaders and managers. Third, electronic questionnaires were sent to the member lists of HNEW and HAWASME, by appointing the staff of these organizations in charge for collecting the completed surveys. Fourth, all members of the entrepreneur network of the Vietnam Women's Academy were asked to complete the questionnaires.
After removing all incomplete responses, 521 surveys on SMEs were suitable for data analysis. The average number of employees was 41 per enterprise; the enterprises in this sample were established between 1956 and 2018; their sizes were: 19% very small, 57% small, and 24% medium. The majority of enterprises in the sample operated in trade and services (about 64.4%), and the rest mainly operated in the manufacturing and construction industries.
The gender distribution of respondents in this survey was relatively equal (approximately 55% of total interviewees were women). Most of the respondents held top executive or managerial positions at the departmental level (88%). The remaining individuals were human resource officers and answered the survey based on a delegation from company leaders. Interestingly, around 70% of the respondents held senior positions at their respective companies (e.g., chairperson of the board of directors, general director, and deputy general director).
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Reliability and Exploratory Factor Analyses
The results of the exploratory factor analysis (EFA) revealed two different dimensions of gender perception in business leadership. The first was perceived as gender equality in leadership opportunities, and the second was perceived as gender business leadership suitability. Following the EFA, eight scale items were grouped in the perceived gender leadership suitability dimension, while only one item fell under perceived gender equity in leadership opportunity dimension (GE1). The results of the second EFA featured the Varimax rotation matrix, which completely fulfills the EFA application conditions. Further, reliability analysis was conducted for items in each dimension. As Hoang and Chu (2008) conclude, if Cronbach's alpha coefficient is between 0.8 and 1, the measure is highly reliable; it is reliable if it is between 0.7 and 0.8; and satisfactory if it is between 0.6 and 0.7. The results show that the scales are reliable enough to effectively measure each dimension, as all Cronbach's alpha coefficients are more significant than 0.7. Variables were then calculated for each factor by taking the average sum of the items for that factor, and these variables were included in the regression model under the names GE_OP (leadership opportunity equality) and GE_ST (leadership suitability).
Reliability was also calculated for all aspects of business performance (that is, the dependent variables), as explained in the Appendix. Here, four aspects were covered: finance outcomes, customer development, internal business processes, and learning and growth. The test results showed that most measures are reliable (that is, the coefficients are more significant than 0.7). The measure of learning and growth has a Cronbach's alpha coefficient of 0.683 that is close to 0.7. This reliability coefficient is generally acceptable for new measures in quantitative research (Hoang and Chu, 2008) .
Regression Results
Regression models were performed for two dependent variables: the proportion of females on boards of directors, and the proportion of females who were department-level managers. For each dependent variable, two models were used: Model 1, which included only control variables, and Model 2, which included both control variables and two independent variables that assessed gender leadership opportunity and suitability as described in section 4.1 (GE_OP and GE_ST). There is no evidence of multicollinearity (VIF: < 2), and violations of assumptions of OLS regression, as shown in Table 1 .
The regression results show that the larger business scale correlates with smaller proportions of female board members and managers. In contrast, larger proportions of female workers correlate with larger proportions of female directors and managers. This finding seems to indicate two conflicting trends: larger business scales may lead to fewer women being selected for leadership and, the more female employees are present in the enterprise, the higher the number of women in leadership positions.
More importantly, the research results suggest that bias toward women in leadership may influence the proportion of women involved in leadership. Specifically, the assumption that men are more suitable and likely to be more effective than women in business management correlates with lower proportions of female board members and managers. These effects are statistically significant at the 95% level. However, the concept of equal opportunities for women and men in business leadership does not seem to affect the proportion of women in leadership positions in this sample. Notes: a, *, **, *** mean statistical significance at levels 90 percent, 95 percent, 99 percent, and 99.9 percent, respectively. Notes: a, *, **, *** mean statistical significance at levels 90 percent, 95 percent, 99 percent, and 99.9 percent, respectively. Notes: a, *, **, *** mean statistical significance at levels 90 percent, 95 percent, 99 percent, and 99.9 percent, respectively. Table 2 and Table 3 show regression models for four separate dependent variables that are measures of business performance: Financial outcomes, customer development, internal business processes, and learning and growth. For each dependent variable, three regression models have been used. Model 1 has included only control variables. Model 2 has included control variables plus the proportion of females in the board of directors (FE_LE_RATIO) and the proportion of females who are managers (FE_MA_RATIO). Model 3 has added the interaction between business scale and the proportion of females on the board of directors, and the interaction between the business scale and the proportion of females who are managers. In order to minimize the non-intrinsic correlation between the independent variables and regulatory variables (for example, business scale) and their constituent variables, mean centering has been used for independent variables and regulatory variables (Cohen et al., 2003) . The regression results, therefore, no longer feature nonessential multicollinearity, nor do they violate other OLS regression assumptions.
The regression results show that there are virtually no differences in business performance between firms with high proportions of female leaders and those with low proportions. In fact, estimated coefficients of the effects of these proportions on business outcome variables, though bearing a negative sign, are statistically insignificant.
Concerning internal business processes and learning and growth, high proportions of women on boards of directors correlate negatively with these results (significant at the 95% and 90% levels, respectively, for each measure of performance). This result may reflect the limited capacity of female managers to operate and train their workers when compared to their male counterparts. However, this limitation does not seem to affect the financial results or customers, at least in this research sample.It is also noteworthy that in larger firms, the negative correlation of female managers on customers and operational outcomes appears to diminish (the constituent variables of the proportion of female managers and scales have positive and statistically significant effects at the 95% and 90% levels, respectively). This result reflects the importance of female participation in management for increasing performance related to customers and internal business processes. In addition, regression analysis results also show that larger firms are more likely to have better financial and internal business process results in the absence of other factors. It should be noted that the results of this study act as an excellent reference but should be interpreted with caution. The sample is limited primarily to small and medium-sized enterprises in Hanoi. In addition, other internal enterprise factors may not have been considered, making the R 2 of the models low (though statistically significant).
CONCLUSION
This study on the relationship between female leadership and business performance is based on primary survey data from more than 500 SMEs in Hanoi, the capital city of Vietnam, and is one of only a few quantitative studies on such topics in this transition economy, especially for SMEs. In addition to replicating previous research, this study has further developed the gender concept in business leadership and is one of few studies on gender diversity that uses BSC theory to assess business performance in four aspects: finance, customer development, internal business processes, and learning and development (Szymanska and Rubin, 2018; Vu et al., 2018) LG2 Satisfaction of employees on enterprise ☐1 ☐2 ☐3 ☐4 ☐5
LG3 Number and percentage of cases that involving violations of professional ethics of workers ☐1 ☐2 ☐3 ☐4 ☐5
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